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Last week we were on a high. We travelled together up 
f to Mount Sinai and one by one our youth group read to us 
my the 10 Commandments. The whole service on Sunday 
was a Sort of spiritual high. Several people wrote me text 
messages after the service and told me such things as: "It 
` was a great Sunday," and "Wow, I could feel the Holy 
| Spirit in our sanctuary." I will add that it was the first 
| time since I came as your pastor that I looked out and saw 
people worshipping. I saw eyes closed and hands lifted 
= in holiness to the Lord. The whole thing was a spiritual 

j high. 


ITIS|ONTHEMOUNTAINTOP= ©.“ 


Many of you have experienced going to a Christian 

THAT. WEPREPARERORINENALL EYED summer camp or perhaps going on a retreat and you came 

ae home so high that you felt like you'd never come off of 
the mountain, and then in a short time you found yourself in a valley. You wonder why 
you can't always stay up on the mountain. That is how this Torah portion today starts. 
We are now back to the mundane. This portion deals with the details of life. The title 
itself is Mishpatim which means "the ordinances." These are the little rules for the little 
things of life. Think of the 10 Commandments as a great lake with streams and rivulets 
coming off it in little runnels and trickles. That's the Mishpatim 
(ordinances/rules/regulations) trickling down from the Aseret Hadiberot, the "Ten 
Commandments." 


It is interesting that after all of that, today's Torah portion starts off with the statement: 
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Veeleh hamishpatim asher tasim lifneihem: 
Now these are the right-rulings which you shall set before them. 


This Torah portion is about personal and communal responsibilities. These rules and 
regulations are intended to be the bedrock of their desert society. We see in this portion 
laws of damages, the judicial process, laws concerning what we now refer to as negligent 
homicide, and intentional homicide. Some would think that these details are a let down 
from the high we were on last week. But what good does our faith in the sublime and 
lofty mean if we cannot and do not put it into practice in the smallest details of our lives? 


The reality is that we live out our lives submitting one thing after another to the Holy 
Spirit of God. That is living in obedience. James, the brother of Jesus, said it well in the 
following verse: 


"But someone will say, “You have faith, and I have works.” Show me your faith 
without your works, and I will show you my faith by my works. ? You believe that there 
is one God. You do well. Even the demons believe—and tremble! 7° But do you want to 
know, O foolish man, that faith without works is dead?” (James 2:18-20 NKJV). 


When I was a young 
Cao peat N te man, for some reason I 
can hold evil in check, but that is not didn't believe that God 


what | have found. | found it is the 
small everyday deeds of ordinary folk cae ace abouts 
s details in our lives. I 


that keep the darkness at bay small : 
P y felt sort of like I was a 


acts of kindness and love. 
snowball that God had 

— J. R. R. Tolkien — indeed created, but He 
just threw me into outer 
space to sail through the 
universe unattended by Him. I was foolish and I was naive. In time my father, who was 
a Hebrew scholar, taught me that the word "coincidence" does not exist in Biblical 
Hebrew. So what does that mean? 


Some believe it is only great power that 


AZ QUOTES 


It means that NOTHING is a coincidence in the spiritual realm. God is interested in 
every detail of our lives. Jesus pointed this out when He said, “®Are not five sparrows 
sold for two copper coins? And not one of them is forgotten before God. 7 But the very 
hairs of your head are all numbered. Do not fear therefore; you are of more value than 
many sparrows. (Luke 12:6-7 NKJV). 


We would think that God doesn't care about details, but it looks like He does. A true 
Christ follower is the person that can take God's laws and put them into practice in how 
he or she gets on with the world. Behavior is the proof in the pudding of how obedient 
we will be. Remember last week that we read Jesus saying: 


“20 At that day you will know that I am in My Father, and you in Me, and I in you. 7! He 
who has My commandments and keeps them, it is he who loves Me. And he who loves 
Me will be loved by My Father, and I will love him and manifest Myself to him.” 
(John 14:20-21 NKJV). 


Keeping His commandments is what is called in Hebrew mitzvot. This means doing 
things obediently. In time the Jews interpreted that to mean following 620 rules and 
regulations which emanated from the Aseret Hadiberot (10 Commandments). For the 
Christ follower it means doing the good works and deeds we were preordained to do 
when we came to Christ. Many can recite Ephesians 2:8-9 very readily. That passage 
reads: "8 For by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of yourselves: it is the gift 
of God: ? Not of works, lest any man should boast.” (NKJV). 


But very few can quote verse 10 which explains how works fit into the life of the 
believer. “1° For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus unto good works, 
which God hath before ordained that we should walk in them.” (Ephesians 2:10 NKJV). 
Let's say that in terminology that has become familiar to all of us at Union Grove Baptist 
Church. "For we are His ‘creative work’, fulfilling our destiny when we are lead by the 
Spirit to do those things He desires for each of us to do." Don't you see? We were not 
saved BY our works, but we were saved TO DO good works. 


So what can we garner as 21st century Christians from the mishpatim that we read in this 
Torah portion? Well, I can see quite a few things. 


Chapter 22 lays out rules and regulations concerning the protection of private property. 


3b “Anyone who steals must certainly make restitution, but if they have nothing, they 
must be sold to pay for their theft. *If the stolen animal is found alive in their 
possession—whether ox or donkey or sheep—they must pay back double.” 

5“If anyone grazes their livestock in a field or vineyard and lets them stray and they 
graze in someone else’s field, the offender must make restitution from the best of their 
own field or vineyard.” 

§“If a fire breaks out and spreads into thorn bushes so that it burns shocks of grain or 
standing grain or the whole field, the one who started the fire must make restitution.” 

7Tf anyone gives a neighbor silver or goods for safekeeping and they are stolen from 
the neighbor’s house, the thief, if caught, must pay back double.” (Exodus 22:3b-7 NIV). 


What this says to us is that when our conduct accidentally or purposely harms another we 
are to try to make things right as much as we are able to do so. If we light a fire to burn 
off our fields and the fire spreads to our neighbor's ranch and livestock are killed, we are 
to set things right and compensate the one we've harmed. For us this means going out of 
our way to live responsibly by others. Let's try to put it into things that are more real to 
us: 


If your pet soils and destroys an apartment you rent, clean it up and/or pay for the 
cleanup. 


If you borrow a tractor from your neighbor and it breaks; fix it and return it in better 
condition than you found it. And as we spoke about last week, if you borrow things or 
money and you never return the things or pay back the loan, God is telling you to "make 
it right" and take it back and pay it back. This is the practical and real response of the 
believer. 


If ANYTHING you do harms another or the property of another, make the owner whole. 


Chapter 22 continues and speaks to matters of social responsibility. Let's look at verse 22 
and following: 


22 “Do not take advantage of the widow or the fatherless. ? If you do and they cry out to 
me, I will certainly hear their cry. *4 My anger will be aroused, and I will kill you with the 
sword; your wives will become widows and your children fatherless.” (Exodus 22:22-24 
NIV). 


If you take advantage of vulnerable people, God is watching you. This could mean 
physically, financially, or emotionally harming people over whom you have an 
advantage. It means "getting the best" of people. This is telling us that we have a special 
duty to protect the vulnerable. 


The last few verses of Chapter 22 warn us to not be stingy people. Don't be stingy or 
selfish with others and don't be selfish and stingy when it comes to your tithes and 
offerings to the Lord. 


Chapter 23 is interesting because it concerns matters of justice, being a witness, etc... 


2 “Do not follow the crowd in doing wrong. When you give testimony in a lawsuit, do not 
pervert justice by siding with the crowd, * and do not show favoritism to a poor person in 
a lawsuit.” (Exodus 23:2-3 NIV). 


That sounds strange doesn't it? We would think that perhaps it would be a rich person 
who would be shown favoritism in the courtroom. But more often juries will side with a 
poor person because there are just more poor people than rich people. God is telling us, 
"Don't run with the crowd. Let My sense of justice prevail whether someone being 
accused is rich or poor." 


The passage then just plainly comes out and states that there will be people out there that 
hate us and there will be people that we hate. I know that is a strong word, but what is 
God trying to tell us? Let's read on through verses 4-7: 


4“Tf you come across your enemy’s ox or donkey wandering off, be sure to return it. >If 
you see the donkey of someone who hates you fallen down under its load, do not leave it 
there; be sure you help them with it. ©Do not deny justice to your poor people in their 
lawsuits. ’Have nothing to do with a false charge and do not put an innocent or honest 
person to death, for I will not acquit the guilty. (Exodus 23:4-7 NIV). (Emphasis mine.) 


This is saying that even when you have an enemy be careful to try to see them the way 
God sees them. I don't really hate anyone, but I must admit that when I see Muslim 
terrorists killing thousands of people I don't really like them. God is saying, "Look at 
them and still try to see them as Ido. Do what you can to muster up any kindness 
towards them or their plight." Maybe you can't help them directly because of where your 
heart is, but you can at least help their poor "donkey" that is struggling under a load. 

That reminds me that we might "hate" the Ayatollahs who run Iran, but we must have 
hearts of sympathy to the Iranian people. I think that's the idea anyway. 


In Chapter 23:14-19 God sets forth three annual feasts that must be observed. God is 
telling us to rejoice in Him and celebrate Him. He tells the people to observe the Feast of 
Unleavened Bread. This is the Passover, celebrating God's setting the Israelites free from 
bondage. Secondly, the people are to observe a Celebration of the Harvest. This 
celebrates the first fruits of all of our efforts. And thirdly, the people are told to have a 
Celebration of Ingathering in which they are to celebrate ALL that God has given them 
and all of the harvest that is gathered in. 


I think the message to us is to set aside times to rejoice and celebrate Him and all He has 
done and is doing for us. Remember I told you that the Lord gives only one day of 
mourning and that is the Day of Atonement. The other feasts (or special times that we 
gather) are to be set aside to be celebrated and thoroughly enjoyed. He desires for us to 
live joyful and abundant lives. Jesus said, "I have come that you might have life and 
have it more abundantly." (John 10:10b paraphrased) 


The last part of the Torah portion is found in Chapter 24 which is concerned with the 
reading of the Covenant before the people. It includes an interesting account of 74 elders 
who "see God." 


When Moses went and told the people all the LORD’s words and laws, they 
responded with one voice, “Everything the LORD has said we will do.” *Moses then 
wrote down everything the LORD had said. He got up early the next morning and built an 
altar at the foot of the mountain and set up twelve stone pillars representing the twelve 
tribes of Israel.” (Exodus 24:3-4 NIV). 

— ° Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and 
ae the seventy elders of Israel went up '° and saw 
the God of Israel. Under his feet was 
something like a pavement made of lapis 
lazuli, as bright blue as the sky. !! But God did 
not raise his hand against these leaders of the 
Israelites; they saw God, and they ate and 
drank. !? The LORD said to Moses, “Come up 
to me on the mountain and stay here, and I 
will give you the tablets of stone with the law 
and commandments I have written for their 
instruction.” (Exodus 24:9-12 NIV). 


We know from the rest of scripture that man cannot actually see God and live, but these 
elders saw something that they knew was God, and under that something was something 
that looked like a bluish jeweled pavement. I think they were seeing Jesus. So today we 
see that God is interested in the details of our lives and how we live them. We are all a 
work in progress. We will have mountains and we will have valleys, but He is there with 
us through every step of our journey. Are you walking with Him today? Are you in 
obedience today? One of my friends often says, "The Christian life really is a magic 
carpet ride." Isn't it time to experience that carpet ride? 


Choose to love Him today with all of your heart, and choose today to love your neighbor 
as yourself. This can be done through the magnificent power of the Holy Spirit in your 
life. 


Let us pray. 


Union Grove is one of the oldest Baptist communities of faith in the State of Texas dating 
back to 1844. Pastor Faber McMullen may be reached by email at 

uniongrove362 @ gmail.com or by snail mail at: 15301 FM 362, Navasota, Texas 77868. 
Tel: 936-825-1227 (Edited and proofed by Amanda Fryday - Webster, Texas.) 


